
 

The Matsumoto -jō Castle, Nagano, Japan (dated 1504, renovated in 1582), a national treasure.  
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Abstract 
As interest in cultures as wholes and ways of life escalates throughout the world, so does the need for cultural 
symbols that manifest and epitomize cultures. These symbols can be and are of many different types, such as 
architectural creations, monuments, historic sites, flags, anthems, trees, cuisines, festivals, public squares, revered 
athletes, and countless others. As far as towns, cities, regions, and their cultures are concerned—which is the central 
concern of this article—geological, geographical, and natural features such as mountain ranges, rivers, oceans, and 
precious resources as well as national cultures and international relations often play powerful roles as contexts for 
cultures, as do sacred places in many parts of the world. These holistic perceptions of cultures and the creation of 
the symbols that represent them are being enhanced and strengthened at present by creative place-making, cultural 
landscapes, and culturescapes. One organization that is doing a great deal of seminal work in this area throughout 
the world is Reconnecting With Your Culture (RWYC). It was created in 2020 to make it possible for children and young 
people to explore their cultures and heritages in their communities in conjunction with their teachers and parents 
and share their findings with others through a variety of techniques and devices. Major improvements in the 
administration and funding of these cultures are imperative in the future because of their crucial importance for all 
people and all countries.  

Keywords: Cultures, wholes, parts, symbols, towns, cities, regions, place-making, landscapes, culturescapes, 
schools, communities, administration, funding, future. 

 

1.  Introduction 

The landscape which enters consciousness through the senses evokes a percept of the landscape. The 
human mind sees the landscape as an organized, meaningful configuration.  … We can also say that the 
landscape evokes in the bearers of culture a certain basic attitude, which gives to their behavior a constant 
tendency characteristic of the value system of the culture (Alisjahbana 1986, pp. 206-207). 

As we move out of the world of economics and economies as essential “parts of the whole” and into the world of 
culture and cultures as “wholes” and “ways of life,” a complex problem arises. How is it possible to understand 
cultures holistically if they can’t be seen, touched, handled, or bought and sold in the marketplace?  

It is one thing when cultures are perceived and defined as “the arts, humanities, heritage of history, and 
cultural industries” since most of these activities are visible, tangible, and concrete in character. Architectural 
constructions, paintings, monuments, and historical sites can be seen, plays, dances, operas, films, and videos can be 
watched, music listened to, humane deeds admired and appreciated, books read, and many others experienced 
through various technological techniques and digital devices. The arts also contribute to the social cohesion of 
cultures. They do so through their ability to engage large numbers of people in the process, both as participants and 
audience members (Schafer 2002, p. 2). 

However, when cultures are perceived and defined as wholes and ways of life — much as they are by most 
anthropologists, cultural scholars, historians, and more and more people throughout the world —  they can’t be seen 



Schafer (2024) Symbolism of Cultures as Wholes & Ways of Life. EdA Esempi di Architettura, vol 11 (1): 36-51.    38 

 

or assessed in this visible, tangible, and concrete sense because they are far too vast, complicated, multidimensional, 
and invisible for this; a detailed account of the historical and contemporary evolution of the idea of culture in general 
and cultures in particular as “complex whole” and “total ways of life” is highlighted recently by Schafer (2022). 
Moreover, and much more importantly, it is not possible to see cultures in the holistic sense, know all the myriad 
activities, organizations, worldviews, value systems, customs, traditions, and beliefs that comprise them, and 
especially determine how all the many different parts of cultures are put together to create wholes and total ways of 
life. This means that people, organizations, and countries must learn to sense how cultures are constructed in this all-
encompassing sense, as well as create comprehensive images or general portraits of cultures that are made up of all 
their many diverse parts, elements, experiences, activities, and the like (cf. Schafer 1994) 

2.  The Necessity of Cultural Symbols 

Fortunately, a well-known cultural scholar, Giles Gunn (1987), gave us a clear, clever, and very creative way of 
dealing with this complex problem when he recommended that we focus our attention on the dynamic interplay 
that is constantly going on between the parts of any whole and the whole as an ensemble of all its many different 
parts:  

We cannot understand the parts of anything without some sense of the whole to which they belong, just 
as we cannot comprehend the whole to which they belong until we have grasped the parts that make it 
up. Thus, we are constantly obliged to move back and forth in our effort to understand something 
“between the whole conceived through the parts which actualize it and the parts conceived through the whole which 
motivates them” in an effort “to turn them, by a sort of intellectual perpetual motion, into explication of 
one another” (Gunn 1987, p. 95) [italics mine].  

According to Robert Redfield, an American anthropologist who spent the bulk of his life studying human 
and cultural wholes, the next step in this all-embracing process involves becoming familiar with people who devote 
the bulk of their lives, work, and attention to communicating knowledge, information, ideas, and insights into 
cultures as wholes and ways of life, rather than people who spend the majority of their lives, work, and effort 
studying and understanding the parts of cultures as wholes and the various relationships that exist between and 
among them:   

Still farther from where we just now stand are those who study the relations of parts to parts, of elements 
abstracted out from the whole in strict and limited relationship to each other generally described … Over 
there, on the other side, are all those who strive to present the concrete reality of each human whole as each, in itself, 
is. There are various groups. Included are novelists, philosophers, historians, philosophers of history, 
literary people, critics of literature and of art, historians of art, and writers of personal reminiscence. These 
people describe human wholes—personalities, civilizations, epochs, literatures, local cultures—each in 
its uniqueness (Redfield 1973, pp. 158-159) [italics mine]. 

 
As far as the holistic character of cultures is concerned, here is what Redfield had to say about this extremely 

important matter, and especially the ability of artists to enable us to glean a comprehensive impression, image, or 
portrait of cultures by selecting or creating parts that are most symbolic of these cultures as wholes and ways of life:  

The characterisations of the artist … are of course not precise at all, but very much of the whole is 
communicated to us. We might call them all portraits. They communicate the nature of the whole by 
attending to the uniqueness of each part, by choosing from among the parts certain of them for emphasis, and 
by modifying them and rearranging them in ways that satisfy the “feeling of the portrayer” (Redfield, Robert, 
1973, p. 161) [italics mine]. 

Given the ability of artists and similar types of people to select or create symbols that are representative of 
cultures as wholes and overall ways of life, it is obvious that symbols of many different types play a quintessential 
role in this all-inclusive process. Two of the best examples of this are the saying that “a picture is worth a thousand 
words” and Gandhi’s use of “home-spun” to symbolize the character, substance, and essence of Indian culture as a 
whole and way of life to bring an end to British rule in India (cf. Singh 2021). These examples speak volumes about 
the ability of artists, scholars, and other types of people to select or create symbols that can convey an enormous 
amount of knowledge and understanding of cultures in a holistic sense that cannot be communicated in any other 
way at all or can’t be communicated nearly as effectively using any other device.  

While artistic works such as pictures and homespun possess the potential to achieve this essential objective, 
they are not the only symbols capable of doing this. In fact, there are countless others, such as food, foodstuffs, and 
cuisines, paintings, plays, architectural masterpieces, monuments and sites, photographs, music, dances, stories, 
songs, poems, cherished bridges, public squares, parades, festivals, and countless others depending on the specific 
culture or cultures in question. So are national flags and anthems, which explains why so many people get angry 
and upset when their flags are trampled on, or people laugh and talk during the playing of their national anthems. 
This is also true for revered athletes such as Pelé and Brazilian culture, Lionel Messi and Argentinian culture, animals 
such as kiwis and New Zealand culture, flowers such as tulips in Dutch and Turkish cultures as well as sunflowers 
in Ukrainian culture, trees such as oak, maple, and cherry trees and British, Canadian, and Japanese culture, grapes, 
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olives, wine, beer, and other beverages in millions of cultures throughout the world, and the list goes on and on. It 
all depends on the symbols that are needed to unlock the secrets of cultures as ‘wholes’ and ‘ways of life’. 

3.  The Power, Impact, and Manifestations of Cultural Symbols 

With the potential cultural symbols possess to open the doors to cultures in the holistic sense uppermost in our 
minds, let’s delve more deeply into this miraculous “parts-whole process” and “symbolic phenomenon” to see how 
powerful cultural symbols are and can be, as well as how they manifest themselves in the world in real terms. Take, 
for example, such symbols as the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, the Coliseum in Rome, the Eiffel Tower in Paris, 
the Hagia Sophia and Blue mosques in Istanbul, Stonehenge on the Salisbury Plain in England, the Taj Mahal in 
Agra, and the Great Wall in China, as well as what they communicate about the cultural character and importance 
of the places they epitomize. Not only are they well known in the locations and countries in which they are situated, 
but also, they are well known in all other countries and parts of the world. The Nobel equals Pritzker Prize-winning 
Architect Ieoh Ming Pei [26 April 1917—16 May 2019] pointed this fact out by using architecture as a remarkable 
illustration of this, “Architecture is the very mirror of life. You only have to cast your eyes on buildings to feel the 
presence of the past, the spirit of a place; they are the reflection of society” (Pei 1997, see Von Boehm 1999). To 
illustrate architecture as a mirror of life and a cultural symbol, an example of the Eiffel Tower is cited here. 

The Eiffel Tower (cf. Fig. 1) is commonly perceived as the universal symbol of Paris and has attracted the 
attention of many poets, novelists, dramatists, essayists, and journalists throughout the world. A wide range of 
literature can be considered to explain how writers describe, decry, and praise the tower in varying contexts (cf. 
Thompson 2000). It was designated a monument of ‘historical and universal value’ in 1964 and was inscribed in the 
UNESCO World Heritage Site (“Paris, Banks of the Seine”) in 1991. Levin (1989, p. 1058) envisioned it as a material 
synthesis of the antagonistic forces of modernity and explains it as: “The multitude of small parts, each clearly 
articulated and composed of the same material, each reduced to its most efficient form and interlocked with the 
others to form an integrated, controlled, dynamic system, could be construed as a paradigm of a liberal democratic 
society. The thrust and counterthrust of the individual parts, by resolving their tensions within the fluid upward 
movement of the structure’s form were taken as the sacred embodiment of the progress toward a new union which 
rational production in the hands of liberated individuals would make possible”.  

 

  

Fig. 1. Eiffel Tower, Paris, France: Overview Fig. 2. Robert Delaunay, “Eiffel Tower,” 1924.  

 



Schafer (2024) Symbolism of Cultures as Wholes & Ways of Life. EdA Esempi di Architettura, vol 11 (1): 36-51.    40 

 

 
The Eiffel Tower is projected as a revolutionary monument intact taking its design that embodies the 

promises of technology as an escalating force, while its construction reflected the limitations of that vision. The Eiffel 
Tower also manifests the technological sublime. Says Nye (1994, p. xiii), ‘This is the kind of religious feeling we 
experience when faced with impressive technological artifacts like the Hoover Dam or the Brooklyn Bridge—an 
experience that has political implications’ because “in moments of sublimity, human beings temporarily disregard 
divisions among elements of the community.” But the technological sublime is a spectator experience that cannot 
solve social divisions that are shaped by labour relations. 

Robert Delaunay [1885—1941], an artist who lived in Paris between 1900 and 1940, is well-known for his 
paintings of the Eiffel Tower Series. He painted the first series between 1909 and 1912 and a second series between 
1920 and 1930; one of the illustrative ones is “Eiffel Tower,” 1924—oil on Canvas, 161.6 cm x 96.8 cm (WUSTL Digital 
Gateway Image Collections & Exhibitions, (Saint Louis Art Museum, Saint Louis; cf. Fig. 2). He chose a subject that 
allowed him to indulge his preference for a sense of vast space, atmosphere, and light while evoking a sign of 
modernity and progress. He conceived the Eiffel Tower as a “barometer of [his] art,”— a symbol of Paris and its 
success as a modern haven; he saw it as the pride of France as the country stepped boldly into the modern age. As 
depicted and explained by Delaunay, the light surrounding it seems to be reverberating throughout the entire canvas 
because of the ordered layering of colours that communicate the vibrancy and dynamism of the urban environment 
in Paris. By being “imaginative, not imitative” Delaunay transforms the image of a recognizable monument into a 
personally relevant image conveying the energy of urbanism and modernity. 

One person who has played a seminal role in helping people and organizations to glean a clearer, simpler, 
and all-encompassing way of perceiving and understanding cultures as wholes and ways of life for countries using 
cultural symbols is the American filmmaker Ken Burns. He has achieved this by selecting a number of very specific 
symbols and making films about them that he felt “stand for American culture as a whole and reveal a great deal of 
information about the nature and character of this culture in holistic terms, such as Country Music, Jazz, Baseball, the 
Civil War, Jackie Robinson, The Roosevelts: An Intimate History, the Statue of Liberty, and The National Parks: America’s 
Best Idea.” In doing so, he has created a “parts-whole method and technique” that can be used by people, organizations, 
and countries in all parts of the world to shed light on their own cultures by using a variety of parts that are most 
symbolic of these cultures as wholes and overall ways of life. 

Symbols and techniques like this are by no means limited to countries such as the United States or cultures 
such as American culture, or cultures at the national or international level. They can also be used and applied, and 
are manifested in abundance at the town, city, and region level, which is the central concern of this article because it 
affects so many people and countries throughout the world.  

There are countless examples of this parts-whole process and holistic phenomenon at this particular level. 
In Europe, for instance, Brueghel achieved it through his paintings of Dutch urban celebrations and rural life, 
Canaletto, and Guardi through their colourful depictions of Venice, Zola through his descriptive portrayals of the 
vivid colours and pungent aromas of Paris, and Renoir and Whistler through their fascinating street scenes and 
cityscapes. Interestingly, the English composer, Eric Coates used this same technique, but in a substantially broader, 
deeper, and more comprehensive way through his musical masterpiece The London Suite. He demonstrated and 
realized this by dividing the city of London into six major parts that he felt were most symbolic of the cultural 
character of this throbbing and thriving metropolis as a whole: Oxford Street, Langham Place, and Mayfair, and 
especially Covent Garden, Westminster, and Knightsbridge. It was a terrific idea, which is enjoyed by millions of 
people living in London today as well as thousands of visitors and tourists who pour into this cosmopolitan city 
every minute of every day.   

What is true for artists and their works is also true for authors and their works. For example, Rohinton 
Mistry achieved this through his descriptions of an unnamed city (most likely Mumbai/Bombay) in A Fine Balance 
(1995), Sister Carrie for Chicago, New York and Montreal in her book Theodore Dreiser (1912), James Joyce for Dublin 
in Ulysses (1922), Joseph O’Neill for Dubai in The Dog (2013), and Mikhail Bulgakov for Moscow in The Master and 
Margarita (1967). This is also true for filmmakers such as Martin Scorsese and Woody Allen and the Italian and Jewish 
districts of New York, as well as François Truffaut and Paris, Federico Fellini and Rome, and Wong Kar-Wai and 
Hong Kong.    

To this list should be added many photographers and their photographs, especially the photographs taken 
by Daido Moriyama of the streets in Japan specifically Tokyo, Fan Ho, and numerous streets in Hong Kong, Eugène 
Atget, one of the world’s first “street photographers” who took countless photographs of the streets of Paris, Henri 
Cartier-Bresson who focused on capturing “decisive moments” in a variety of urban settings in Europe, and Vivian 
Maier, who was undoubtedly one of the most prolific street photographers of all, for her photographs of many cities 
in different parts of the world. These photographs, and many others like them, cover a vast panorama of activities, 
events, festivities, and celebrations by many different types of people living in towns and cities, cherished walks, 
walkways, and walkers, countless buildings, bridges, and architectural features, many infrastructure facilities, 
upscale and downtrodden neighbours, people at work and people at play, myriad cultural experiences, and 
countless others. While there has been a tendency to ignore this area because photographs - like the crafts or material 
arts - are not deemed to be legitimate art forms by some people because they can be mass-produced - it is obvious 
that photographs are extremely important as cultural symbols because many people of all ages and types are able to 
take excellent photographs with their phones and other devices and consider themselves to be photographers today.  

We desperately need cultural symbols like this, and countless others, in the world at present and 
particularly going forward into the future to create comprehensive portraits and holistic images of all the diverse 
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cultures in the world at every level of action and activity. This can be a very exciting and rewarding process because 
it involves learning about and using some of the most fascinating materials, techniques, and activities in the world 
to expose the all-inclusive character of cultures in all parts of the world. It has rightly been warned, “A mass 
awakening of awareness in the context of old cultural values would promote a new spirit of sustainability. Such a 
revival, however, need not turn into fundamentalism that should cause any damage to secular life.  Above all, if our 
cultural heritage has gone, our history would be lost” (Singh and Rana 2023, p. 267).  

In the case of town, city, and regional cultures, this is especially true for such architectural edifices as 
churches, cathedrals, temples, pagodas, mosques, and synagogues, as well as many different types of 
accommodation and housing and most notably people’s homes as well as their collective dwelling places on a much 
larger and more spread-out scale. An excellent illustration of this is the circular homes with stucco walls and conical 
roofs known as “Trulli” in the Puglia region of Italy. Their style of construction is specific to the Itria Valley, and 
they are generally constructed as temporary field shelters and storehouses by small proprietors or agricultural 
labourers, or as residential dwellings. In the province of Bari, entire districts contain dense concentrations of Trulli 
in Alberobello, which is generally regarded as the most precious gem and principal hub of this entire region (Fig. 3). 
However, the same can be said for the caves in and around the city of Matera in the Itria Valley in this same region 
of Italy as one of the oldest continuously habituated places in the world and designated a European cultural capital 
in 2019 (Cultural Capitals and Cities of Culture, 1985-2024)1. This is also true for numerous half-timbered homes and 
walled towns that exist in many parts and regions of Europe, the Middle East, and Asia such as Rothenburg ob der 
Tauber in Germany, Carcassonne and Grasse (the perfume capital of the world) in France, Baghdad in the Middle 
East, Suzhou (the garden city) and Hangzhou (the lake city) in China, Kyoto (the city of temples) in Japan; as well as 
the “hot-spring towns” in the Kaga Onsen region of Japan.  

 

 

Fig. 3. Trulli in Alberobello, Puglia region of Southern Italy. 

This is also true for many other places and types of accommodation that exist in every culture and country 

in the world, such as yurts in Mongolia, grass huts in Africa, and numerous others. While millions of people 

throughout the world have built towns on the top of hills and mountains for fortification and protection purposes, 

others have carved out homes in rock formations or gone underground for similar purposes. An excellent example 

of this is the remarkable rocky terrains, towers, and dwelling places called “fairy chimneys” that stand out as 

pinnacles in the valleys and castle-like cliffs in the Cappadocia region of Turkey, as illustrated by the Church facade 

 
1 Cultural Capitals and Cities of Culture (1985-2023) Since Mélina Mercouri, Minister of Culture for Greece, and Jack 

Lang, Minister of Culture for France collaborated on the idea of creating “cultural capitals” in 1985 and designated 
Athens as the first cultural capital in the world, the idea of cultural capitals and cities of culture took hold and 
spread rapidly throughout Europe and now to most other cities, countries, and parts of the world. 
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at Açıksaray in Gülşehir, and Rock-cut architecture in Monks Valley, Paşabağ, Göreme National Park, and the Rock 

Sites of Cappadocia (Figs. 4, and 5). Açıksaray (Open Place) is 15 km outside Nevsehir. This village is famous for its 

facades and odd-looking formations, some resembling gigantic mushrooms, trees, and human faces. St. Jean Church 

(Karsi-Kilise) located here houses a church, wine cellar, graves, water channels, and living quarters on the lower 

floor and a church decorated with Biblical scenes on the upper floor. Paşabağ Valley is a place of incredible beauty 

and environmental appeal. It is home to many ancient cave churches and chapels carved into the rock. Since 1985, 

the 'rock sites of Cappadocia' have been a UNESCO World Heritage Site. These fascinating lava formations have 

been hand-carved over the centuries into thousands of homes, other types of dwellings, social venues, monasteries, 

churches, mosques, and places of worship, as well as more than 200 underground cities. In ancient times, it is 

estimated that 3,500 people lived deep in these caves beneath the earth’s surface for defensive purposes; they were 

originally inhabited by Hittites, Romans, Byzantines, Arabs, and Ottomans, but more recently Anatolians.  

  

Fig. 4. Church facade at Açıksaray in Gülşehir, Turkey Fig. 5. Rock-cut architecture in Monks Valley, Paşabağ, 
Göreme National Park, & the Rock Sites of 

Cappadocia. 

 
This is true as well for countless towns, cities, regions, and their cultures throughout the world that are 

well-known in other ways, such as for their natural resources and basic foodstuffs, most notably grapes, olives, wine, 
beer, tea, coffee, sugar, rice, spices, and many others. Consider how many town, city, and regional cultures 
throughout the world depend on, are affected by, or internationally known for their resources, foodstuffs, and 
beverages, such as growing, producing, consuming, distributing, and exporting olives in the case of Spain, Italy, 
Croatia, and Greece, wines and wineries in the Bordeaux, Burgundian, and Champagne regions of France, the 
Barossa Valley in Australia, the Mendoza region in Argentina, the Maipo Valley in Chile, and the Douro Valley in 
Portugal. This is also true for tea in specific regions of China, India, Nepal, Bhutan, and Pakistan, coffee in Brazil, 
Vietnam, Columbia, Indonesia, and southern India, rice in China, India, Indonesia, Bangladesh, and Japan, sugar in 
the Caribbean, and spices in Asia and elsewhere in the world. All these resources and products as well as numerous 
others contribute a great deal to shaping the distinctive character and ambiance of regional cultures in virtually all 
parts of the world, as well as producing all the employment opportunities and economic benefits that arise from this.  

Cuisines should also be added to this list of powerful symbols because they often play the most important 
role of all as culinary masters like Anthony Bourdain and organizations such as Michelin, Culture Smart Guides, the 
International Institute for Gastronomy, Culture, Arts, and Tourism (IGCAT), and many others have revealed through 
their books, films, videos, and programs. As a result, many towns, cities, and regional cultures are known for the 
incredible cuisines that epitomize them, such as the Basque and Galicia regions in Spain, the Cantonese, Shandong, 
and Szechuan regions in China, the Punjabi and Bengali regions in India, the Togolese region in Africa, the Bolognese 
region in Italy, the Lyonnaise region in France, and myriad others. This is also true for five very specific regions and 
their cuisines in what are known as “blue zones,” such as Okinawa in Japan, Sardinia in Italy, Nicoya in Costa Rica, 
Icarian in Greece, and Loma Linda in California. These regions have become well-known for the number of people 
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as a percentage of their populations that are enjoying good health and living until they are well into their nineties 
and early hundreds. This results from diets that consist of local fruits, vegetables, legumes, and whole grains, eating 
less, and maintaining healthier, better weights, and more longevity. 

The final example here is the Alhambra in Granada, Spain which overlooks the town (cf. Fig. 6). It is a palace 
and fortress complex located in Granada, Andalusia, Spain, and is known for its famous Islamic architecture and one 
of the best-preserved palaces of the historic Islamic world, in addition to containing notable examples of Spanish 
Renaissance architecture. The Alhambra’s most westerly feature is the Alcazaba, a large fortress overlooking the city. 
Due to touristic demand, modern access runs contrary to the original sequence which began from a principal access 
via the Puerta de la Justicia (Gate of Justice) onto a large souq or public market square facing the Alcazaba, now 
subdivided and obscured by later Christian-era development. 

 

 
Fig. 6. View from Alhambra in Granada, Spain overlooking the town below. 

4.  The Importance of Town, City, and Regional Cultures  

In the colossal constellation of cultures that exist throughout the world from home and family cultures on the one 
hand to the cultures of animals and other species on the other hand, town, city, and regional cultures stand out and 
have a prominent role to play in the world of the present and the future. Why is this? What vortex of factors and 
forces is at work throughout the world that is causing the spotlight to shift from countries, national cultures, and 
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international relations to towns, cities, regions, and their cultures? It is not difficult to identify some of the most 
important of these factors and forces.  

In the first place, a substantial and increasing percentage of the globe's total population is now living in 
towns, cities, and regions. Whether this is due to people being forced to vacate rural areas because of the lack of 
suitable employment opportunities and economic possibilities, or because they are lured by the attractions, 
enticements, and inducements of municipal and regional cultural life, the results are everywhere much the same. 
Towns, cities, regions, and their cultures in all parts of the world have been expanding rapidly in physical size and 
demographic numbers. As this happens, more and more pressures are exerted on town, city, and regional 
governments to provide the amenities, infrastructure, resources, and incentives that are required for a healthy, 
enjoyable, and sustainable existence.   

Secondly, more and more people in the world are realizing that it is the quality of life of cultures at the 
town, city, and regional level that is the decisive factor in life. If the cultures where people are living, working, and 
bringing up their families lack the basic necessities and proper accoutrements of life and living -- stimulating and 
well-paying jobs, sufficient housing options, first-class educational institutions and skilled teachers, fresh water, 
clean air, social and recreational amenities, aesthetic ambiance and appeal, enough hospitals and health care facilities, 
and especially pride of place—no amount of economic growth, technological change, or commercial development 
will make up the difference.  

Thirdly, rapidly changing international conditions are conspiring to make towns, cities, regions, and their 
cultures one of the most important — if not the most important — forms of human activity, energy, organization, 
and enthusiasm. Whether this is due to the break-up of many peoples and some countries, the erosion of social 
values, the quest for identity, the retracing of political, geographical, or cultural boundaries, response to economic 
uncertainties, supply chain issues, the call to “think globally but act locally,” or the need for environmental 
sustainability from the ground up, more and more people are looking to the cultures of towns, cities, regions to make 
their lives more meaningful, fulfilling, and memorable.   

Added to this is the dialectic reaction that is going on these days to globalization, the creation of larger and 
larger blocks of countries and economic superstates, the expansion of colossal trade zones and agreements, and the 
increased concentration of financial, industrial, commercial, and technological power in fewer and fewer hands. This 
is manifesting itself in many countervailing measures and actions aimed at restoring people's sense of personal 
belonging, collective identity, overall well-being, political and social empowerment, community solidarity, control 
over decision-making processes affecting people’s lives, and protection of their human rights and fundamental 
freedoms. 

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, when we step out our front, back, or side doors these days, we are 
immediately confronted with town, city, and regional cultures and the fascinating cornucopia of activities and 
experiences that comprise them. These cultures have become much more accessible in recent years due to countless 
improvements in transportation, communications, and technology. This is broadening and deepening people’s 
knowledge, understanding, and appreciation of the many different cultural features, characteristics, and capabilities 
that exist in their countries and are waiting to be uncovered in all towns, cities, and regional cultures in the world. It 
is through exploration and discovery of these cultures — as well as the many cultural symbols that epitomize them 
and give substance, meaning, and purpose to the lives of the citizens who live in them — that it is possible to slowly 
but surely piece together images, impressions, portraits, and understandings of these cultures as dynamic, organic, 
and complex wholes and total ways of life made up of many parts. And the deeper we go into this matter, the 
stronger and more distinct these images, impressions, portraits, and understandings become.  

One organization that is doing a great deal of seminal and exciting work in this area is Reconnecting With 
Your Culture (RWYC). This rapidly growing international organization was created in late 2020 by Olimpia Niglio in 
Italy in conjunction with her colleagues Kevin Alexander Echeverry in Colombia, Alberto Blanco-Uribe Quintero in 
France, Rana P.B. Singh in Bharat-India, D. Paul Schafer in Canada, and others.  RWYC’s central mission is to enable 
children and young people to explore their cultures and heritages in their own localities and communities and 
document and share their findings with their classmates in a variety of ways such as paintings, exhibitions, dances, 
maps, pictures, stories, and many others.  These “cultural treasure hunts”— as RWYC calls them—are growing 
rapidly in popularity in more and more towns, cities, and countries in the world as students, teachers, parents, and 
community leaders discover how fascinating this “discovery process” is, how fulfilling it is to be an active participant 
in it, and how much can be learned from this that is relevant to their education and development at present and 
going forward into the future A good example of this  “treasure hunt” possibility is a remarkable castle called Casa 
Loma (Spanish for “Hill House”) which is a Gothic-castle style mansion and garden in midtown Toronto, Ontario 
and is now a historic “house-museum” and famous landmark but is hidden from full view in the image by a number 
of maple trees,  a wall, and leaves  (Fig 7). It was constructed between 1911 and 1914 as a residence for Financier Sir 
Henry Pellatt by architect E. J. Lennox and has been a very popular venue for filming movies and television 
programs, as well as holding wedding ceremonies and other events. With huge battlements and numerous secret 
passages, it surpassed virtually any other private home in North America and paid homage to castles and knights 
during the days.  

What is steadily unfolding here as we delve more deeply into town, city, and regional cultures is that they 
are all situated in, and greatly affected by, two very distinct and specific but totally different and powerful contexts. 
The first is their geological, geographical, and environmental context, and the second is their national and 
international context. The importance of these two contexts is brought home with great clarity when we remember 
Ruth Benedict’s well-known conviction that “context determines contents.”   
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Fig. 7. Casa Loma, Toronto. 

It is impossible to live in or visit any town, city, or region in the world without recognizing how everything 
that goes on in town, city, and regional cultures is strongly influenced by these two contexts. They underlie, include, 
and influence the gamut of possibilities, from sights, sounds, architectural features, cuisines, and monuments to 
historical developments and environmental characteristics. While this is most apparent in towns and their cultures 
because they are substantially smaller in size, more compact, and their cultural characteristics stand out more clearly 
and vividly, this is also true for cities and regions and their cultures when they are explored in detail and examined 
in-depth.  

When this image of Casa Loma in Figure 7 is compared with the image of Alcazaba (Fig. 6), a great deal of 
light is shed on the importance of perception and perspective in coming to grips with the parts-whole phenomenon 
and the use of symbols, pictures, and images to illustrate this. While the Alcazaba was used largely for strategic and 
military purposes to protect the inhabitants living inside and outside the Alhambra, especially the Sultans and their 
cohorts, the opening in the turret in the Alcazaba image of the Alhambra provides a perception and perspective not 
only of a part of the opening in the tower but also reveals part of the town that evolved rapidly below and around 
the Alhambra. In the case of the Casa Loma image above, the viewer’s perspective of the casa (castle) as a whole is 
severely restricted and sealed off because only a very small part of the casa as a whole is possible to see due to the 
surrounding trees, wall, and leaves, thereby leaving a great deal to the viewer’s imagination.  However, in the case 
of the Alcazaba image, the viewer’s perception and perspective is substantially enlarged and expanded because 
much more of the surrounding area is exposed and visible. This helps to explain why perception and perspective – 
much like context and contents –are very important components in coming to grips with, visualizing, and 
understanding the whole and the parts and their connections in the larger scheme of things.  

The first context to be discussed here in more detail, which is by far the most dominant and evident one, 
may include waterfalls such as Niagara Falls, Victoria Falls, and Iguazu Falls; massive mountains and mountain 
ranges such as Mount Everest, the Matterhorn, the Andes, the Pyrenees, and numerous others; millions of large and 
small lakes such as the Great Lakes in North America and the lake districts of many countries in the world; long, 
winding, and roaring rivers such as the Amazon, Nile, Mekong, Yellow, Yangtze, Danube, Ganga [Ganges], and 
myriad others; and all the various oceans in the world. Millions of towns, cities, and regional cultures throughout 
the world are deeply affected by these geological, geographical, and environmental features and realities because 
they are situated in, near, or on them, or they run through or around them. They also depend on these realities and 
features for a variety of reasons, such as acquiring resources, supplies, and foodstuffs, or transporting people from 
place to place or country to country. Unfortunately, many problems are now being experienced in this area 
throughout the world due to rapidly rising water levels, devastating floods, hurricanes, storms, and tornadoes, the 
sinking of an increasing number of coastal towns and colossal land masses, rapidly encroaching forest fires, and the 
fact that some rivers and lakes in the world have been drying up or disappearing in recent years due to adverse 
climatic conditions.   

Many of these geographical, geological, and environmental features, forces, and characteristics are so 
visible, pervasive, and powerful that they play the dominant and decisive role in determining, shaping, and 
influencing the cultural character and characteristics of towns, cities, and regional cultures, as well as the lives, traits, 
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customs, and situations of the people who live in or near them. This is because mountains or mountain ranges may 
hover over them, or they are located on coastlines or rivers that may run through or around them. In many parts of 
the world, it is impossible to escape features and forces as dominating and overwhelming as this because people are 
aware of them most if not all the time, from the moment they get up in the morning until they go to bed at night. 
This is often compounded by the fact that these powerful contextual features and forces serve crucial economic, 
social, and tourist functions, provide people with valuable natural resources, energy sources, and transportation and 
communication capabilities, fulfil important aesthetic, psychological, social, and spiritual functions, as well as affect 
the needs, moods, and morals of residents. This is especially apparent in many Asian countries and parts of the world 
where people identify with their towns, cities, and regional cultures in religious and sacred ways and not just in 
secular and materialistic ways.  

What is true for the geological, geographical, and environmental context of town, city, and regional cultures 
is also true for their national and international context. While this context can be very powerful as well, this depends 
largely on how cultures have evolved historically and what role corporations, national governments, and 
international organizations and relationships play concerning the activities that go on in these cultures and the 
decisions that are made in them. In cases where town, city, and regional cultures are striving to develop from the 
bottom up and already have a great deal of independence and control over the decisions and developments made in 
them, the impact of this national and international context will be considerably less. However, in cases where these 
cultures have developed from the top down and have been or are strongly influenced by national governments, 
corporations, and international institutions in other parts of the world as well as colonization, the impact of this 
national and international context can be much greater, which is the case for many people and countries in the world 
today. This has significant implications and consequences for all towns, cities, and regional cultures in the years and 
decades ahead, but especially for the latter ones where many changes may be required in the way things are done, 
decisions made, and directions decided. 

5.  The Value of Creative and Cultural Place-Making 

Over the last few decades, developments such as these and many others throughout the world have produced a 
great deal of interest in what is known as “creative and cultural place-making.” In most western and northern countries, 
this type of place-making has often been seen and promoted to indicate and confirm that towns, cities, and regions 
and their cultures are not only valuable in economic terms for the jobs, investment, expenditure, and tourist 
possibilities they generate, but also have a great deal to do with culture and creativity because they bring people 
together, produce identity and a sense of belonging, make urban and rural living more stimulating and sustainable, 
and so forth. In many eastern and southern countries, place-making tends to include all these activities and benefits 
but also has a much more profound spiritual importance for the places themselves and the effects they have on their 
citizens and residents (Niglio, Schafer, & Singh 2022, p. 26, also see Singh and Rana 2020, p. 76-78).  

Among the pioneers in creating and documenting major developments like this in specific countries and 
parts of Asia are Rana P.B. Singh in India, [late] Sung-Kyun Kim in Korea, Olimpia Niglio when she was living and 
working in Japan, and many others. In an article written by Kim and Singh (2023) about this phenomenon in Korea, 
for instance, here is what these two scholars had to say about this matter: 

In Korea, for choosing a site and settlement the Pung-su principles, which interconnect the spirit of the 
natural landscape and human sensitivity, are the common practice in making, maintaining, and 
manifesting the cultural landscape as archetypal integrity of habitat…In the village ritual, the mountains 
and water link heaven and earth, establishing the vertical order, while in Pung-su, they establish the 
horizontal order…These natural elements are mostly responsible for regulating the cultural notions and 
traditions in Korean landscapes, With mutual support and interfacing reciprocally, villagers felt 
themselves “being” here through belonging (existentiality), “becoming” there through adjustment 
(gracefulness), setting them “behind” there to be backing-base (basement), and also “beholding” them 
with contemplation to become beholden (contemporaneous: living and being at the same time (Kim and 
Singh 2023, pp. 53-54).  

A similar approach to creative and cultural place-making, but documented in far more detail and a much 
more spiritual, symbolic, and pictorial way for a very scared place in India—Varanasi—was provided by Singh and 
Rana in their article entitled, ‘The Riverfrontscapes of Varanasi, India: Architectural Symbolism, Transformation, 
and Heritagization’ (2023): 

Varanasi (Banaras /Kashi) is commonly perceived as a site of 'vigor and rigor' where religious culture, 
people, and society get interconnected deeply, and the layers of transformations get absorbed in the 
landscapes, more visible and distinctively illustrated along the sacred river Gaṅgā—the Riverfrontscapes, 
exemplified with 84 Ghāṭs (stairways). Of course, the city represents a blending of tradition and 
modernity, it also records different niches of political interferences and niches of transformations over 
time and imbued therein dharmacracy and related resurrection altogether creating landscapes of 
different worldviews and images for the future, passing on the [histogenesis] path of ‘Succession, 
Sustenance, and Sustainability’. The Ghāṭs and the associated sacredscapes present examples of the 
complex story of history, image-making, placemaking, identity formation, involvement of dharmacracy, 
and superimposing heritagization (Singh and Rana 2023, p. 245).  
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As a result of developments like these, and many others, interest, and involvement in the cultivation of 
town, city, and regional cultures has been escalating rapidly in all parts of the world in recent years. Not only are 
creative and cultural place-making experiences assuming much greater prominence in overall developmental 
thinking, policy, planning, practice, and decision-making, but more and more people are looking to cultures at this 
level as well as this particular type to solve their problems and enhance their overall state of health and well-being. 
Whereas the focus of attention and priority immediately after the Second World War and for a long time thereafter 
was on countries, national cultures, international relations, and the world at large as stated earlier, increasingly the 
focus and priority are shifting in many parts of the world to town, city, and regional cultures as the new spawning 
grounds for innovative, dynamic, imaginative, and spiritual activity.  This is where the action is and is going to be 
for some time in the future, especially as more emphasis is placed on achieving sustainability from the bottom up 
where it counts the most, rather than the top down which has usually been the case (cf. Schafer 2024).  

One of the most interesting things about the development of towns, cities, and regional cultures is the way 
they have evolved historically. For many centuries, the approach that was taken to them was partial and specialized. 
As a result, many places were dominated by a single activity, specific institution, or certain architectural feature, 
thereby impacting strongly on the way towns, cities, regions, and their cultures were perceived, identified, 
understood, and developed. In medieval times, for example, this activity was primarily religious. In consequence, 
religion, religious organizations, cathedrals, temples, mosques, basilicas, pagodas, and the like were the dominant 
features, principal institutions, and major focal points. In the Renaissance, the approach was more social than 
religious in many cases. Consequently, public squares replaced religious structures and institutions at the core of 
urban and rural life. Over the last century or so, the approach and dominant activity have been largely if not 
exclusively economic, thereby focusing attention on business, industry, commerce, consumers, corporations, and the 
marketplace. This has often been accompanied by gigantic office towers, huge smokestacks, or national banks as the 
most important activities and buildings hovering over everything else.    

The problem with this is that there are numerous costs to developments like this that are far too seldom 
considered in municipal and regional planning and decision-making. In the development of economies, for instance, 
if the benefits exceed the costs, economic change takes place despite its environmental, sensory, aesthetic, social, 
human, and cultural effects. What has been and still is too often overlooked or ignored is the fact that the relationship 
between economies and their environmental and cultural settings is interactive and reciprocal. Economic actions 
have a powerful effect on the environment, while, at the same time, the environment has a powerful effect on 
economies, and with this, on the cultures of towns, cities, and regions. In other words, actions invite retaliation. If 
people don’t treat their environmental and cultural surroundings with respect and fail to take the environmental 
consequences of their actions into account, environments can and will strike back by affecting people in some adverse 
way, the way polluted environments and adverse climatic conditions are doing by destroying the mood, morale, and 
state of people’s well-being as well as the aesthetic and cultural quality of their urban and rural surroundings.  

What is desperately needed in cases like this are cost-benefit calculations that include all the many different 
factors, forces, facets, and dimensions of cultures. To realize this, techniques must be created, cultivated, and applied 
that are holistic and all-inclusive rather than specialized, partial, partisan, or exclusive.  

Where does the search begin for the clues and insights that are needed to piece together portraits, 
understandings, and techniques for town, city, and regional cultures as wholes and ways of life? This search must 
be capable of encompassing a vast and complex panorama of activities - economic, social, political, environmental, 
technological, educational, religious, and so forth - as well as the identity, well-being, and sense of belonging that is 
required for people to get actively involved in the developmental process and asserts the importance of people in 
cultural life and the developmental equation.   

Rather than putting a bank, office tower, skyscraper, or smokestack at the centre of town, city, or regional 
cultures, surely it would make more sense to make the town, city, or region’s “cultural statement or portrait of itself” 
the centrepiece, principal preoccupation, and priority of developments like this. In this way, citizens could get 
actively engaged in—and accept individual and collective responsibility for — the cultural statements town, city, 
and regional cultures make to themselves and the rest of the world.  

6.  Culturescapes and Cultural Landscapes: Key to Prospective Developments  

Just as Giles Gunn (b. 1941; UC Santa Barbara, USA) and Robert Redfield (1897–1958; University of Chicago, USA) 
provided us with the insights, methods, and techniques that were needed to understand and come to grips with the 
holistic character of culture and cultures, so Amos Rapoport (b. 1929; UW Milwaukee, USA), Charles Landry (b. 
1948, Comedia, UK), Paul Schafer (b. 1937; Markham, Ont. Canada), Olimpia Niglio (b. 1970, University of Pavia, 
Italy), Rana Singh (b. 1950, B.H.U., Bharat-India), and many others have provided us with similar capabilities in 
terms of town, city, and regional cultures and the statements they make to themselves and the rest of the world. 
While Rapoport and Landry spelled out their contributions in terms of “urban cultures” such as towns and cities, 
their thoughts and convictions on this matter apply equally to rural areas and regions and their cultures as well. As 
Rapoport put it: 

In dealing with the urban order, it may be useful to begin with the sensory and experiential qualities of 
cities which are also organized and ordered.  Cities, among other things, are physical artifacts, 
experienced through all the senses by people who are in them… They are experienced sequentially as 
people follow different paths and use different movement modes through them. Cities look, smell, sound, 
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and feel different; they have a different character or ambiance. This is easily felt but is very difficult to 
describe (Rapoport 1984, p. 54). 

Seen from this perspective, what would Paris be without the Eiffel Tower and the Louvre, New York without 
Broadway, off-Broadway and the New York Philharmonic, Beijing without the Forbidden City, and Bilbao without 
the Guggenheim Museum? Talk about uplifting people and celebrating the human spirit (Schafer 2002, p. 3). It is 
clear from this that culture in general and cultures as wholes and ways of life, in particular, occupy a very different 
and more important position in municipal and regional development than economics, politics, industry, social 
affairs, religion, or any other single factor, activity, or part. Rather than being just another factor, activity, or part of 
municipal and regional development, culture and cultures in the holistic sense is the cement that is imperative to 
bind all the diverse factors, activities, parts, and ingredients of cultures together. It is the sum and substance, so to 
speak, of all these elements that provide cohesion, continuity, identity, solidarity, sustainability, stability, and 
especially pride of place. Without this, it will not be possible for people to cope with the present situation, achieve 
sustainability and well-being, and cross over the threshold to a more exhilarating, exciting, and fulfilling future.  

There is nothing mysterious about a landscape. A landscape is a visual exposition of the natural and human-
made objects and sights that exist in all urban or regional cultures. It exposes how the eye surveys these 
environments, sometimes stopping to focus on distinctive features and sites that it likes, but at other times roving 
rapidly over features it takes for granted and sites it doesn’t like, but always taking mental snapshots and making 
assessments as it moves.  

A soundscape is the ear's answer to the eye. It is an aural exposition of the sounds of urban and regional 
cultures. It reveals how the ear hears and assesses natural, mechanical, and human sounds, opening wide to sounds 
that are pleasing and pleasant and closing off to sounds that are abrasive and disturbing (cf. Schafer, R. Murray 
1977). The same holds true for all other sensory experiences and abilities, be it the nose (smells), the tongue and 
mouth (tastes), or the hand (touch and textile substances), and not just the eye and ear. Dealt with effectively, it is 
possible to create olfactoryscapes, tastescapes, and tactilescapes that are compatible with and comparable to landscapes 
and soundscapes.  

As Charles Landry points out in his book The Sensory Landscape of Cities (2012), matters and processes like 
this are experienced daily either consciously or unconsciously. Moreover, they don’t only have to do with people’s 
senses and sensorial experiences, but also with their minds, feelings, emotions, and so forth: 

The city is a communications device. It speaks to us through every fibre of its being. The lived urban 
experience comes from a circular sensory cycle. The Sensory Landscape of Cities sees the city as a 360-degree, 
enveloping, immersive experience, which has emotional and psychological impacts. It argues that we 
sense, feel, and understand it through increasingly narrow funnels of perception. Living in an 
impoverished perceptual mindscape makes us operate with a shallow register of experience and 
understanding about what is important for our cities to survive well. A greater understanding of the 
importance of environmental psychology is crucial. This focuses on the interplay between people and 
their surroundings and the degree to which it creates stress or feels restorative (Landry 2012, p. 7). 

It follows from experiences and findings as insightful and profound as these and many others that 
culturescapes — or what many cultural scholars call “cultural landscapes” these days when the adjective “cultural” is 
perceived and defined in holistic rather than partial terms — is an exposition of all the different activities, features, 
and characteristics of town, city, and regional cultures. It is these cultures explored and assessed by all human 
faculties; people’s curiosity set loose on the infinite variety and vast panorama of sights, sounds, smells, textures, 
tastes, objects, structures, stories, institutions, activities, feelings, and so forth that are encountered in all aspects and 
dimensions of urban and regional cultural life (cf. Schafer 1978, also cf. Niglio, Schafer, and Singh 2022). 
 Some of these experiences and techniques such as soundscapes and tastescapes cut down into 
environments. They are discrete and partial notions designed deliberately to look at and evaluate town, city, and 
regional cultures through the vertical lenses of partialism and specialization. As a result, they are structured to 
explore, examine, and expose similar facets, facts, and manifestations of urban and regional life. In contrast, 
culturescapes and cultural landscapes cut across environments. They are integral, integrative, and horizontal notions, 
designed to convey, reveal, and reflect the infinite variety and interconnected reality of all the myriad factors and 
diverse facets that comprise these cultures. They are structured and designed to bring things and parts together 
rather than set them apart, and therefore to unite rather than divide.  

When this happens, every town, city, and regional culture in the world as a whole and way of life becomes 
an incredible treasure trove with all sorts of fascinating gems and secrets manifesting it and symbols epitomizing it, 
some of which may be visible and others invisible and hidden from view.  

As residents of town, city, and regional cultures, how often do we take the time or make the effort to delve 
deeply into the gems, secrets, and symbols of these places to become more acquainted with both their visible and 
invisible features and characteristics? How often do we take these cultures for granted, if we know what experiences 
they will provide and what programs, products, projects, and activities will enrich our lives? And how much do we 
know about the aesthetic state of these places? Do we assume too much and explore, discover, and learn too little?  

Respecting people for the valuable contributions they can and do make to urban, rural, and regional 
cultures is the key to the culturescapes or cultural landscape process. Through respect for people’s contributions, 
many more people will be anxious and willing to participate in the transformation of their municipal and regional 
surroundings. Seen from this perspective, every person has something valuable and worthwhile to contribute to this 
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process.  For some, it may be itineraries of daily or weekly events or imprints of the cultural patterns they impose on 
their municipal and regional surroundings. For others, it may be impressions of their likes and dislikes. And, for still 
others, it may be actual objects such as old photographs, pictures of historical events and developments, stories, oral 
histories, antiques, special occasions, or other memorabilia of municipal or regional interest.  

As this information accumulates, it can be classified, codified, and orchestrated in various ways to produce 
different results. For example, it can be used to prepare profiles of the different sectors of cultural activity — 
economic, social, educational, political, environmental, sensory, and so forth. It can also be used to create maps, 
inventories, tours, or probes into specific cultural features and characteristics. It can also be used to assemble people’s 
impressions of the aesthetic state of their cultures, or the things they like most and least about them. It all depends 
on the task at hand and the nature of the information collected, assessed, and utilized. In this way, culturescapes and 
cultural landscapes can be used as vehicles for putting the shattered mirror of town, city, and regional cultures back 
together again and making them more viable, functional, phenomenal, and fantastic.  

If this exciting process is to fulfil its full mandate, what will be needed more than anything else are 
culturescapes or cultural landscape centres where citizens can bring their contributions, and acquire basic 
information about their town, city, and regional cultures as dynamic, organic, and comprehensive wholes, decide 
how these places should evolve in the future, and ensure that people are actively involved in their planning and 
developmental processes. A large, comfortable, accessible, and informal space capable of presenting displays, 
mounting maps, providing exhibits and exhibitions, generating, and recording interviews, comments, opinions, and 
feedback, storing memorabilia and artifacts, and dispensing information would be ideal for these purposes. This 
should be complemented by people who are skilled in photography, cartography, documentation, interviewing, 
creating visual, oral, olfactory, and tactile profiles, and especially conducting aesthetic assessments.  Local artists, 
craftspeople, librarians, historians, photographers, audio-visual and digital specialists, geographers, curators, and 
scholars would all be perfect to achieve this objective.  

Ideally, all this activity should be in a facility built solely for this purpose and located at or near the centre 
of towns, cities, or regions. Failing this, a renovated factory, old warehouse, abandoned office building, dilapidated 
railroad station, or vacant community hall would all be very effective for this objective as well. As a result, a museum, 
art gallery, community centre, or library could all serve a useful purpose in this regard, although it should always 
be kept in mind that these institutions and facilities are all designed to serve other essential functions as well.  

7.  Going Forward into the Future 

It is clear from the foregoing that fundamental changes will be needed in urban and regional jurisdictional 
arrangements, administrative structures, and funding capabilities if culture is to form the centrepiece of municipal 
and regional development and town, city, and regional cultures and their cultural landscapes or culturescapes are 
to provide the foundations and principal focal point for municipal and regional development in the years and 
decades ahead (cf. Schafer 1978) 

There is no doubt that determining the roles and responsibilities of municipal and regional governments is 
one of the most important but difficult challenges in the political and cultural arenas these days. This is because 
people have deep and profound cultural requirements at every level—personal, familial, material, spiritual, 
educational, municipal, regional, national, and international—that need to be addressed and attended to effectively. 
As a result, it is not advisable to assign roles and responsibilities over culture and cultures to a single level of 
government because developments in this area are imperative at all levels. The most important question of all should 
not be which level of government should have responsibility for culture and cultures, but rather what are the 
respective roles and responsibilities of the various levels of government at all levels? Failure to address this problem 
and deal with its implications and consequences opens the doors to a great deal of confusion, duplication, waste, 
and the risk of political interference.  

While this subject cries out for discussion, debate, attention, and clarification at present and going forward 
into the future, commonsense confirms that each level of government — municipal, regional, and national— should 
look after its own specific cultural requirements first and foremost, and therefore the cultural needs of its constituents 
and constituencies. This means that municipal governments would be responsible for all forms of cultural activity at 
the neighbourhood, community, town, and city levels, and regional governments would be responsible for all forms 
of regional cultural activity. Included in this regional requirement would also be all municipal and regional cultural 
exchanges and agreements, deepening the sense of regional identity and belonging, confronting the dangers of 
excessive localism and parochialism, and creating constructive connections and fruitful relationships between 
regional and national governments as the “go between” these two important political and governmental levels. 
Moreover, national governments would be responsible for all forms of federal cultural activity as well as the cultural 
developments and policies of countries as a whole and their international relations and global affairs. While this 
general "rule of thumb" may be far removed from the existing situation in many countries and parts of the world, it 
is obviously an objective worth striving for in the future.   

Given the rapidly escalating importance of municipalities and regions in general and municipal and 
regional cultures in particular, it would be foolhardy to underestimate the role that municipal and regional 
governments will have to play in this overall process. Hence the irony of the present situation. At a time when 
cultural development and policy are needed most at the municipal and regional level, many municipal and regional 
cultures and their governments may be or are in the worst possible position to respond to these requirements. Not 
only do they often lack the constitutional powers, taxation authority, and fiscal resources that are required at this 
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level to look after the cultural requirements of their citizens, but they also lack the institutional mechanisms, 
administrative structures, and funding capabilities that are essential for this.  

In Canada, where I live (Markham, Ontario), it is often said that the national government has the money 
(due primely to the fact that it possesses the greatest taxation powers and constitutional arrangements throughout 
the country); the provincial and territorial governments have the power (because there are thirteen of them compared 
to one national government); and the municipal and regional governments have the problems. These problems, which 
are mounting daily and threatening to escalate out of control, result from the fact that municipal and regional 
governments are the closest of all to their constituents and constituencies and therefore the everyday needs and 
problems of their citizens and residents.  

This situation is compounded by the fact that municipal and regional governments in Canada are 
accountable to the provincial governments and have few taxation powers of their own except for taxing residents 
and companies in their jurisdictions through taxes on their homes and properties as well as charging for specific 
types of services such as garbage collection and the use of municipal facilities and programs. As a result, their 
revenue base and capabilities are extremely limited and totally inadequate to meet the needs they are confronted 
with, especially when they are also required to balance their budgets every year and must go “cap in hand” to 
governments at other levels to seek the revenue injections and financial resources that are needed to satisfy their 
overall fiscal requirements to do their jobs properly.   

Governments in other parts of the world that find themselves in similar situations to Canada’s municipal 
and regional governments should seek to negotiate different constitutional arrangements and be accorded different 
types of taxation powers and possibilities from the other level or levels of government. If, or when, this is eventually 
achieved due to all the changes that are going on in the world today, this should enable municipal and regional 
governments to increase their funding commitments in key areas of cultural development that are being short-
changed or ignored, such as environmental sustainability and conservation, affordable housing, infrastructural 
necessities, health care, welfare, education requirements, and especially employment opportunities for oppressed 
and marginalized groups, seniors, and arts organizations that are perpetually short-changed and under-funded. 
What is also needed here are developmental plans, policies, programs, and practices that broaden and deepen citizen 
participation in cultural activities as well as training cultural animators who are skilled in acting as catalysts for 
urban and regional change, revitalization, and enrichment of all aspects of municipal and regional cultural life.  

These developments should be accompanied by major changes in the administrative structures and funding 
formulas and mechanisms that are required to administer and finance cultural developments and policies more 
effectively and efficiently. As matters stand now, many municipalities and regions throughout the world have no 
administrative structures for culture at all or have departments of economic development or parks and recreation 
where culture is narrowly defined and treated as an afterthought. These structures are inadequate to meet present 
needs and prospective necessities. Not only do they lack the requisite resources, but they also marginalize culture 
and make it an insignificant activity in the overall scheme of things (cf. Schafer 1992).  

If municipal and regional governments are to play a responsible and robust role in cultural development 
and policy in the future, they must create and develop administrative structures and funding mechanisms and 
abilities that are equal to the challenge. In other words, they must create departments or ministries of cultural 
development, community cultural councils, and the like and endow them with sufficient funds, fiscal resources, and 
skilled professionals to do the job to the best of their ability. This is the only way it will be possible to send out a clear 
signal or message to citizens, community groups, other levels of government, corporations, foundations, and 
educational institutions that they are prepared to play a leadership role in this most essential matter.  

One thing is certain, however. Without awarding a much higher priority to culture, cultures, cultural 
development and policy, citizen participation in cultural life, cultivation of pride of place, and especially creating the 
new cultural symbols that are desperately needed for the future, towns, cities, and regions and their cultures will not 
be able to respond to the complex needs, demands, and challenges that are imposed on them and will surely 
handicap their efforts in the years and decades ahead. This must change and change substantially going forward 
into the future. 

Let me close this article and dialogue with a vision of awakening: “Think cosmically, see globally, behave 
regionally, and act locally but insightfully. This is an appeal for cosmic vision, global humanism, and self-realization 
in making and maintaining cultural landscapes as the mosaic of happy, peaceful, and sustainable places” (Singh and 
Rana 2020, p. 85, also Singh and Niglio 2023, p. 34). Remember what Devereux (1990: 216) said, “Let us hope we will 
have the sense to seek, the wisdom to listen, and the patience to learn”. 
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